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When after his somewhat stormy and spendthrift
youth Donne made his rash marriage in 1601, and found
himself desperately poor in consequence, half in disgrace,
and with small prospects of worldly advancement, he
resumed his theological studies; and in 1605 we find
him assisting Dr. Thomas Morton, afterwards Bishop of
Durham, in his controversies with the Roman Catholic
writers. "When his patron, Dr. Morton, became Dean of
Gloucester in 1607, and offered to resign a living to him
if he would take orders, Donne refused the offer. Walton
tells us that this refusal was due to a sense of his own
unworthiness, and the fear that the irregularities of his
past life might bring dishonour on the sacred calling,
but it is more likely, as his letters of the time suggest, that
he had not yet abandoned the hope of some court
advancement. But this hope was repeatedly disap-
pointed : Donne was poor, burdened with a large family,
and forced to live in humiliating dependence on the
bounty of rich friends ; and in 1612 we find him writing
to the new court favourite, Rochester, that he had
resolved to take orders. Rochester, however, seems to
have discouraged this resolution; and it was not till
three years later, and after further disappointments, that
Donne, yielding to the persuasions of King James himself,
finally determined to enter the Church. In January,
1615, he was ordained, and in the same year he became
one of the king's chaplains and was made a Doctor of
Divinity by the University of Cambridge.

Donne's earliest court sermon which has come down to
us, and perhaps the first sermon which he preached as
chaplain to the king, is dated April 21, 1616. Though
much was expected of him, Izaak Walton tells us, his
preaching exceeded all expectation ; and indeed, if we
recall the circumstances of the time, when the Overbury
murder, one of the greatest scandals of English history,
had just been made public in all its dreadful details;
when the once omnipotent favourite of the king, the